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The Communion of Saints 
_ The Gommunion of Saints” 


regarded as a corollary of belief in the Holy 

_F Catholic Church. So soon, indeed, as it is realised 

_ that the Church Universal, the brotherhood of the people ~ 
- of God, is not exhausted by that minor outpost of the 
celestial army which at any given moment in history is 
“militant here in earth,” but includes also those who 
have passed into the unseen world and of whom we 
‘tightly speak as “the majority,” the idea of the Com- 
-munion of Saints becomes virtually identical with that 
of the Church on its more mystical side. It is disputed, - 
indeed, among the learned as to whether the Latin 
phrase communio sanctorum, as originally used, meant 
_ properly “ fellowship of consecrated people ”’ or “ joint 
participation in holy things.”” Hither translation would 
“fit the Latin: but these are the very pedantries of 
‘scholarship. The value of the clause as it stands in the 
d to-day is determined not by any nice arguings 


ae in the Communion of Saints may be 


an sine our icity unity with all those, of whatever age 
or country, who are citizens in that ‘‘ heavenly Jeru- 
n ” which is “ the city of the living God, othe God 


wt , as our Lord Himself has taught us, “‘is not the 
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God of the dead but of the living: for all live unto 
Him.” 
* One family we dwell in Him, 
One Church, above, beneath ; 
Though now divided by the stream— 
The narrow stream—of Death.” 


The author of the Epistle to the Hebrews speaks im 
one passage of “‘ the spirits of just men made perfeet ” : 
in another he declares, with reference to the samts and 
heroes of old time, that their perfection cannot be realised 
apart from the perfection of those still upon the earth. 
“These all, having had witness borne to them through 
their faith, received not the promise, God having planned 
beforehand some better thing, which has to do with us, 
that apart from us they should not be made perfect.” 

There is truth in both points of view. We believe, 
indeed, that “the souls of the faithful, after they are 
delivered from the burden of the flesh, are in joy and 
felicity,” that they are “‘ with Christ, which is far better,” ~ 
that their life is one of growth towards perfection, and 
that in a relative sense the “ spirits of just men ” may | 
be said to be already perfected. On the other hand it~ 
follows necessarily from the essentially social character 
of the Christian salvation and the unity of the Church 
that the bliss of any must be incomplete apart from the, 
bliss of all. The divine Kingdom is not yet realised in ~ 
its fullness. ‘‘ We see not yet all things subjected to 
Him.” Christ Himself has not yet entered upon the 
complete fullness of His victory ; and what is true of 
Christ must be true also of those ‘‘ many brethren ” who 
are to be sharers of His throne. 

There is a further point. Honesty compels the recog- 
nition that the majority even of those who in a real 
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nse may he. ane es have departed this life in the faith : 


ar indeed from the completeness of spiritual maturity 
nd moral perfection which must belong to the “ pure 
art ” who are to enjoy that iataedinre vision of 
7 Go Which we call “‘ Heaven.” It fell recently to the 
lot of the writer to speak words of Christian consolation 
a young soldier whose mother had died some years 
viously and who had just lost his father. His reply 
“Yes, sir: I know it’s right, what you say: and 


my mother’s gone to a good place. I’m not so - 


ial Service of the Church of England that it appears 
a@ facie to suggest the immediate “joy and felicity” 
ov L the faithful departed without discrimination. The 
ey is carried still further in the sentimentalism of 
thymns. It may well be that death, as it is the 
eme event, is also the most educative experience in a 
slife: that those who have passed over into the un- 
world have entered upon some new and overwhelm- 
perience > and revelation of God’s love, which enables 


ate als = Pulptory” 


simply a condition of bemg purified - from 
toad from ge avane ss a eee of continuous — 


nd fear of Christ were yet at the time of their departure 


e about my father.” It is an obvious defect in the - 


There’ “must surely ‘be an == 


Selaciy suggested by the term. =i mean ‘by ae 
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growth in the direction of holiness and of the love of 
God. In so far as the soul, in its growth towards God, 
comes to appreciate more truly both the love of God, 
and also the despite done to the divine Love by its own ~ 
past sins and failures to respond to Love’s appeal, there — 
must surely be involved in its purification an ever- 
deepening repentance for the past, an element of sorrow — 
and of pain: yet inasmuch as there is also an ever- — 
deepening knowledge of God as He truly is, an inerease 
in understanding both of the beauty of holiness and of — 
the splendour of Love Triumphant, the deepest element — 
in the life of souls in “ Purgatory ” must assuredly be 
not pain or sorrow but rather an increasing happiness” 
and joy—joy in God, and in the goodness and love and 
beauty of God—a sharing, indeed, in God’s very life, of 
which ‘‘ Heaven ”’ itself is but the ideal consummation 
in a Church completed and redeemed. It was a true 
intuition which led S. Catherine of Genoa, in her treatise” 
upon Purgatory, the teaching of which inspired Newman a 
in his.poem ‘‘ The Dream of Gerontius,”’ to lay emphasis _ : 
upon love and not wrath as the unvarying determinant 
of the Divine attitude towards sinners. The soul, < 
released from the trammels of its earthly body, “ flies ”~ 
(in the words of Newman’s poem) “ to the dear feet at 
Emmanuel,” and forthwith becomes conscious, in Over= 
whelming power, at once of the Redeemer’s amazing ~ 
love, and of its own inability to stand before the “keen — a 
sanctity ” of His gaze. It is this, and this alone, which — 
constitutes the element of pain in the purgatorial ~ 2 
discipline which the repentant soul both claims and ; 
welcomes and rejoices to endure. It is well that we are 
to-day recovering within the Church of England eet 
realisation of the spiritual truth and reality underlying 
a conception of this kind. It is commonly i 


ago) oles ee eee 
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“now that the reaction against medieval doctrines of 
Purgatory which was characteristic of the reforming 
movement of the sixteenth century went too far: nor 
is the recognition confined to the representatives of any - 

- particular “ school of thought.” ‘“ Broad Churchmen ” 
and “ Evangelicals ’’ of the younger type are increasingly 

“at one with ‘‘ Anglo-Catholics ” and ‘‘ High Churchmen ” 
in their perception of the need for a development of 

_ doctrine along these lines. 

The crude division of all souls at death into the 
immediately “‘ saved” and the immediately “lost ”’ is 
in truth satisfactory neither to the Christian mind nor 
to the Christian heart. It is altogether too mechanical 

- a conception to accord with the facts of life: it is too 

_ arbitrary a solution to be worthy of the character of 

_ God as Christ* reveals Him. A great step forward is 

_ made when it is realised that in respect of all these 
matters we are in a region of spiritual realities of which 
we can have no exact knowledge. The literal truth of | 

_ what lies beyond the grave is hidden from us. We know 

_ that all souls are in the hand of God. We know that 
man has within him immortal longings which can never 
find abiding satisfaction in the life of earth. The resur- 
rection of Jesus Christ from the dead has assured us of 
‘the life of the world to.come. For the rest we are in 
the region of allegory and symbol; and it is important 
‘not to confuse symbols with the things symbolised. 
Ve are constrained to operate with the conceptions of 
“heaven” and ‘ “purgatory” and .“hell”; but we 

_ know that “heaven ”’ is not a place, but the ideal con- 
t summation of eternal life in God, only to be realised in 
~~ its fullness in a fellowship of ‘‘ many brethren ” :- that 
_ “purgatory” is but a name for progress towatds the 
penny state: that “hell” is simply a_ pictorial 
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symbol of the condition of a soul so wholly self-identified 
with evil as to have become finally incapable of life in God. 

What, then, in the light of these ideas, are we to think 
with regard to the present life and condition in the 
unseen world of those whom in this life we have loved 
and lost ? We know that “‘ the souls of the righteous 
are in the hand of God.” We think of them as being 
increasingly RE to God: as being “with Christ, 
which is far better.” But what of their present relation 
to ourselves ?- Is any effectual fellowship still possible 
between the livmg and the “ dead” ? We profess 
indeed in terms our faith in the communion of saints : 
but it is to be feared that, wherever the influences of 
Protestantism of the more rigorous type have penetrated, 
belief in the communion of saints has largely failed to 
find any effectual means of expression in religious life 
and practice. It has remained, as a clause in the creed, 
largely inoperative: it has not stood for any definite 
or concrete realisation of living fellowship between 
quick and dead. 

The human heart craves for such a fellowship ; and 
the starvation of a legitimate spiritual craving, here as 
always, brings its inevitable nemesis. It cannot, surely, 
be unreal to trace a connexion between the absence from 
popular religion of -any effectual realisation of the 
communion of saints, and the enormous vogue Of © 
spiritualism in modern times. Christianity, of course, 
has no interest in opposing itself to investigations 
undertaken in a genuinely scientific spirit and temper 
in any region of research, neither is it concerned to deny 
the inherent possibility of direct communications 
between the departed and the living. There are good 
Christians at the present time who are conyineed that 
strange messages from the unseen world are occasionally 
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Ba cpccially, perhaps, in periods of stress and 

s—for the comfort of those on the earth, and that — 
spirits of those who have passed from the scenes of 
his oe strife have been oe to manifest them- 


, 


0 ous =h6 those which govern the processes of eT 
, into the mysteries which lie beyond death, and - 
s to the spiritual intuitions of religious. faith, 

than to any process of direct experiment, that — 
care to look for Sota upon these problems. Reg arded 


Be piritualisn are in essence Faae more nor 
nh a revival, under modern conditions, of that 
d demoralising necromancy which the Catholic — 
of history has ee and in aS writer’ i 


) ia: for Cama, or ie crear to. uf 
the two, merely by negative cautions and vague 
g.inst superstition. The Church in these 

1s to recover the: inheritance which is right- 


me LAr 
rags ee 
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fully hers in the doctrine of the communion of saines, and < 


to give practical expression, in her corporate religious — 
life and teaching, to the corollaries of that doctrine. 


The matter is especially urgent at the present time, when — 


by reason of the war half England is in mourning, when 
there is scarcely a household which has not lost son or 
brother or intimate friend. At no period in the nation’s 
history has there been a more widespread yearning for 


some concrete realisation of our abiding unity in Christ 


with those who have been taken away from the scenes 


and relationships of this earthly life. The communion ; 


of saints, interpreted as a purely theoretical dogma, fails 
altogether to satisfy the hunger of men’s hearts: it 
needs to be made vivid and actual as a living fellowship 
of quick and ‘dead. 


If we ask what form such a fellowship is to iat the — 
answer must be that it can only take the form of a © 


fellowship of mutual prayer. It is surely an inevitable 


corollary of the doctrine of the Church that her members ~ 


pray for one another: nor is there any bond between se 


human souls comparable to the knowledge that each 
remembers other in intercession before the throne of 
70d. The activity of those whose life is hid with Christ 
in God is an activity directed consciously towards God 
on behalf of others in union with the prayer of Christ.* 


Self-dedication towards God on behalf of others is both 
the inner meaning of intercessory prayer and also the — 


essence of the Christian spirit : it is for this reason that 


Christ Himself is regarded in the New Testament as 


the supreme Intercessor on behalf of man. In propor-— 
tion as those whom we have loved and lost are truly” 


* Compare the saying “I shall spend my heaven in doing good ov. — 
the earth,’ attributed to the French Carmelite, Sister Teresa of the — 
Child Jesus. hoe) 
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; Pavers in eohe unseen world in the life and the activity 
-- of Christ, we may be confident that their life is in its 
essence one of prayer on behalf of us their brethren who 
are “militant here on earth.” Nor is it altogether 
“reasonable to suppose that they are denied the know- 
__ ledge which is requisite to make their prayers intelligent. 
True it is that we are in large measure ignorant of the 
_ present conditions of their life. Such ignorance should 
- at least have the effect of making us chary of dogmatising 
~ with regard to it in a negative sense. It has been 
~ supposed that God through the Spirit makes known to 
_ them the present circumstances and needs of these whom 
- they love onearth. More recently it has been suggested 
2 that since Christ has not ceased to be incarnate, and 
_ since the Church has ever maintained the legitimacy of 
ie prayer addressed directly to the still human Christ, 
_ exalted in majesty at God’s “ right hand,” Christianity 
must presuppose in the case of our Lord what can best 
be described as an extension of His human consciousness, 
_ whereby it is enabled to become universal in its scope 
2 and range. To hold that this is to be explained as due 
to a kind of merging of Christ’s manhood in His deity 
_ isto capitulate in the end to the heresy technically called 
... and by analogy it has been argued that in 
__ the case of the departed also, who are now sharers in 
the life of Christ, there may be in some measure a. like 
extension of consciousness, whereby they are enabled 
; be aware of the things of earth with an immediacy 


nelled by the limitations of the flesh. ge 
ith some, doubtless, the speculation will appear 
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desire to go farther: they will desiderate ‘some con- 
sideration of the practice known as the invocation of the 
saints, a practice which—at least in the form of requests 
to the departed for their prayers—dates back to very 
early Christian antiquity. Our English Churchmanship 
is criticised by our Russian friends because—in the 
absence of any avowed or widespread practice of invoea- 
tion—we appear to them to be lacking in any effective 
sense of present. communion with the saints. To what 
extent, if at all, are we to recognise the justice of this 
criticism ? Is it in any degree true that existing preju-_ 
dices against “ Rome” have prevented fair considera- 
tion being given amongst us to the case for a practice 
which is not in itself distinctively Roman, and whieh, 
even if it were, should be judged, either way, upon its 
merits ? The revival of invocation within recent years 
under strong official discouragement—often, it must be 
confessed, in forms which are unwise, and from motives 
which are frankly reactionary—makes it impossible to 
evade a discussion of this issue. There is no doubt that 
the practice of invocation may easily be degraded into 
superstition. The mediaeval period witnessed an enor- 
mous development of the cultus of the saints im all its 
forms, and there can be little question that in much of 
the popular piety of the Middle Ages the saints had 
come to take virtually the place of God. The sixteenth 
century Reformers were led to remove from the publie 
services of the Church of England all forms of invoeation, 
direct or indirect ; and, though there is certainly net at 
the present time any widespread popular demand for 
the reintroduction of forms of invocation into public 
worship, the question is sometimes asked whether toss, 
as well as gain, has not resulted from their suppression. 
We seem to have lost the sense of the Christian family, 


are inthe pee that it is “‘ with angels iano arch- 
sls, and with all the company of heaven,” that we 
id and magnify God’s glorious Name, but do we in ~ 


? And may it not be that there is a connection 
= tween our defective sense of mystical brotherhood in 
the Church of Christ with nee departed, and that 


I sy eee between iananiead ** saints,’’ who 
tegarded as having already attained to “‘ heaven,” 
whose prayers it is eustomary to invoke, and the 
ful departed in general, who are regarded as being 
purgatory,” and for whose spiritual ~progress. it is 
mary to pray. The Eastern Church with truer — 


ae 


al practice, as we say the words, realise their mean- 


efrains from so rigid a ae and, while 


ni ing the more notable “saints” of Christian _ 


ch special honour, nevertheless prays equally 0 
1e faithful and requests the prayers of all, An — 
wristian will with equal simplicity request the — 


ffer JE own es to God on behalf of tthe = 


his mother -who has passed into the unseen _ 
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Mother of our Lord. What is to be our own view of 
this whole matter ? : 
It cannot be denied that the practice of igo the 4 
prayers of the saints may easily be attended by obvious 
dangers. It is difficult not to think that those who ~ 
habitually invoke by name the great saints and heroes 
of the past to assist them by their prayers are apt to 
slip, almost without knowing it, into a conception of — 
God which is less than Christian: they may come to — 
regard Him, that is to say, as an oriental despot sur- — 
rounded by:his courtiers,* in approaching whom it is — 
desirable to have “‘ friends at court,” rather than as a 
Father to whom they have direct access through Christ. 
The conception of particular saints as being entrusted, — 
under God, with a kind of delegated sovereignty over 
particular departments of life—as where, for Sere a 
S. Antony is regarded as “‘ the saint who helps you to _ 
find things when you have lost them,”’ ete.—is especies ae 
to be deprecated, and in popular Romanism there is — = 
often a kind of badgering of the saints which is far from ~ 
edifying, and seems little calculated in actual practice ~ 
to intensify the conception of the Church as a mystical ~ 
family, in which the departed are knit together with the f 
living in virtue of their common sonship to God. Roman — 
Catholic theologians, it is true, are careful to insist — 
that the saints are to be reverenced and approached ~ 
not in virtue of any merits of their own but as the vessels — 
-of God’s grace: that it is Christ, as manifested in His ~ 
saints, and not the saints as such, to whom reverence is — 
due. Anglicanism has suffered greatly by leaving fhe 4 4 
empty spaces unpeopled, instead of regarding the unseen — 


* See, with reference to the ‘* Sultanic ’’ conception of God, the Rey. © 
Harold Anson’s essay on ‘‘ Prayer as Understanding ”’ in the recent — 
volume Concerning Prayer, published by Messrs. Macmillan & “Con 
under the editorship of Canon Streeter. ee). - 


\ : 
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world as filled with the living presences of those whom 
we call “the dead.” But there would seem to be in| 
_ popular Catholic piety a real danger of making virtual 
' demigods of the saints: and the traditional Anglican - 
_ ¢aution with regard to this particular matter has not a 

' little to commend it. It may be hoped that if the 

" practice of invocation is to be unofficially revived among 
_ us it will be the Kastern rather than the Roman model 
that is followed. Assuming that we are right in think- 
-ing that those who have passed into the unseen world 
-are not kept in ignorance of the world which they have — 
left, it is plainly not unnatural for one who has been 
_ accustomed to ask for the prayers on his behalf of some 
" still living friend, if the friend in question is removed by | 
‘death, to.continue to request his_prayers in the sphere 
' where he now dwells with Christ, and to be comforted 
_ by the thought that his friend still prays for him with 
an ever-deepening insight into God’s purposes on his _ 
behalf. There will be many, doubtless, to whom even 
“so modified a form of invocation as this will make no 
appeal : but in any case, whether we do, or whether we 
do not, for our own part, directly request the saints to 
' pray for us, we do well to realise, with what vivid- 
hess we may, the truth that they do pray for us, 
to be conscious of the “ cloud of witnesses,” and per- 


aa 
‘ 


be our comfort, and the prayers of Thy saints our 
defence.” - 
_ Those who think often of the saints do, in effect, find 
eir example and the thought of their prayers on our 
behalf to be a power. They, being dead, yet speak : 
and they, being alive unto God, are one with us still in 
rament and prayer. It is beyond dispute that many 
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thousands of the soldiery of France in the present war 
have been nerved and encouraged and made strong by 
the thought of one who five centuries ago (to the shame 
of England) was executed at Rouen by a judicial murder 
as brutal and as disgraceful as the exeeution at» Brussels 
by the Germans of Edith Cavell; and who shall say 
that they were not helped also—as they themselves 
believed—by the actual prayers of Joan of Are herself, 
who, being alive unto God, is in a true sense still the 
patroness of France ? 

And, if the communion of saints is thus a fellowship 
of prayer, it is equally a fellowship of mutual prayer. 
Mutuality is in truth of the essence of fellowship, and 
if the departed, as we believe, pray for us, it is our part, 
surely, to pray for them. Even earlier in Christian 
history than the invocation .of the departed is the 
practice of prayer on their behalf; and many who for 
their own part feel bound to hold aloof from the former 
practice yet feel mstinctively the rightness of the latter. 
It would seem, indeed, that if we have any faith m 
immortality—if we do veritably believe the departed 
still to exist and to be alive unto God—then are we 
bound to pray on their behalf. If we are to “give 
thanks always for all men,” we are also to pray for all. 
It is strange that any Christian should shrink from 
commending unto the loving mercy of God the souls of 
those whom he has loved and lost, from asking that 
God would grant unto them a place of refreshment, 
light, and peace, where all sighing and sadness are 
vanished away, and the light of His countenance 
shineth for ever and ever. True it is that we believe 
that God will do, both for them and for us, exceeding 
abundantly, above all that we ask or think. “ Your 
Heavenly Father knoweth what things ye have need of ” 


erations apply as directly to prayer for the de- 


ral. It is difficult to frame a wholly satisfactory 
lectual theory of prayer ; but the practice of prayer, 
eless, lies at the very heart of all religion. We 
in any case go wrong if we ask, on behalf of 


wrist may increasingly dwell in their hearts by faith : 
at ee. in whatever region of being they now are, 


we know not what to pray for as we ought.’ never- | 
eless “the Spirit helpeth our infirmities ” ; and these_ 


\d He ows ae thangs. our friends: have fea of, oe 
m we Somanend, ae BS keeping —* before ye | ask a 


as a Pi onilistic ices against prayer, huts: as @ ce 
on for peeing Sat as precisely because our Coe aS 


as to prayer for the living. All the rationalistic ne 


ho have passed beyond the grave and gate of — 
or those things which S. Paul asked on behalf 
nyverts, namely, that God would grant unto them, — 
to the riches of His glory, to be strengthened _ 
ith might by His Spirit in-the inward man: that — 
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prayer. Prejudice and pedantry are alike impotent to 


prevail against the instinctive impulses of Christian love ; 
and whatever we desire or hope for those departed we 


are right to make known with boldness before the throne — 


of God. 
Prejudices in this particular matter are in bol 


rapidly dying down; many Protestant Nonconformists — 


as well as a growing number of Anglicans are learning : 
simply and naturally to commend to God’s keeping the Y 
souls of those who have gone before them with the sign — 


of faith, and now do rest in the sleep of peace. The 


plain man, who approaches these things without preju-' 


dice, will have no hesitation in the matter. Nor will — 


those who believe that God is a God of love be disposed — 


to limit their intercessions to the case of specifically 


Christian dead. For we know that God is One to whom ~ 
no prayer is ever made without hope of merey, and who — 
hath no pleasure in the death of a sinner, but would © 
have all men to be saved, and to come to ie knowledge 


of the truth. 
A. Had RAWLINSON. 
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